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In 2007 a group of nineteen tribal leaders, archivists, librarians, and information 
professionals came together to create a document of suggested best practices for the 
care of Native American collections held by non-Native institutions. Called “The 
Protocols for Native American Archival Materials,” the focus of the document was to 
encourage institutions to build a collaborative relationship with the tribes reflected in 
their records. In 2008 the Protocols were proposed to the Society of American 
Archivists (SAA) for endorsement. SAA declined to endorse the Protocols and 
controversy among the archival community ensued; however, a decade later the SAA 
Council voted to officially endorse the Protocols as an external standard. By 
analyzing the relevant published literature and discussion on public and professional 
archival forums, this study aims to discover what in the shifting archival zeitgeist 
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The “Protocols for Native American Archival Materials” were developed in 2006 
at Northern Arizona University when tribal leaders, archivists, librarians, and information 
professionals came together to create a document that would suggest best practices for 
the care of Native American collections held by non-Native institutions. The focus of 
the Protocols is to encourage institutions to build a collaborative relationship with the 
tribes reflected in their records (First Archivists 2). The First Archivists Circle proposed 
the Protocols to the Society of American Archivists at their 2007 annual meeting. SAA 
appointed a Special Task Force to review the document. This Task Force subsequently 
recommended that the SAA not adopt the Protocols (“Report” 21). As a result, there was 
significant controversy surrounding the issue, especially within the archival community. 
This paper will examine the following two questions: first, why were the Protocols 
rejected by the SAA upon their initial proposal in 2007 and second, what has led to the 
SAA’s recent reversal on the topic, officially endorsing the Protocols in 2018?  
This study will use several methods to look at the case of the Protocols, their 
development, implementation, and the implications for future archival best practices. The 
possible influence of prevailing theories in the past ten years will be examined, such as 
the impact of the paper “More Product, Less Process” on the initial reaction to the 
Protocols, and more recent trends towards community archives. This study will review 
the published literature regarding the document, as well as the arguments surrounding it, 
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and examine case studies of specific institutions who have implemented the Protocols. 
This study will also include the response of archival communities to the Protocols over 


























This literature review focuses first on published documents directly dealing with 
the Protocols. It begins with the original document and the 2008 report published by the 
SAA Task Force. The review then details the arguments published in favor of and against 
SAA endorsement, including an analysis of several influential publications in archival 
theory. It concludes with a review of several case studies that exemplify current use of 
the Protocols.    
Original Protocols Document  
The first topic outlined by the Protocols is, “Building Relationships of Mutual 
Respect” - relationships between Native American communities and archives and 
libraries (5). Much of the public does not realize that Native American communities are 
sovereign states existing within the United States. They function under their own 
governments and their own laws, while still be required to operate under federal U.S. law. 
Many tribes are federally recognized while some are recognized at the state level. Most 
tribes, particularly larger ones, have a dedicated cultural center or cultural preservation 
office dedicated to handling issues of cultural affairs. The Protocols encourage libraries 
and archives to develop relationships with these offices or, lacking that, with tribal 
leaders (5). This is perhaps the most important recommendation of the entire document. 
Without a connection to their collections’ respective tribes, archivists and librarians will 
be left to continue making uninformed and potentially harmful decisions, despite their 
best intentions. Tribes are encouraged to reach out to local institutions to discover what 
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records they may have and to open lines of communication. The authors do note that in 
many situations there may be a history of antagonism and mistrust to overcome between 
archival institutions and tribal communities. However, with many federal governments 
making official Statements of Apology to Indigenous people (including Australia and 
Canada) in recent years, it seems to be the opportune time to begin the process of both 
acknowledging the painful past and moving forward together (5).  
 The second topic addressed by the Protocols is “Striving for Balance in Content 
and Perspectives” between Western modes of thought and practice and those of Native 
American communities (8). Often society will lump all Native peoples together into one 
group with one identity, but that is far from reality. Every tribe has a unique worldview,  
they can differ greatly from one another. Archivists must be careful to approach each 
tribe on their own terms and to avoid generalizing. That said, one thing that unites many 
tribes is their approach to traditional knowledge. The Protocols defines traditional 
knowledge as “valued knowledge which is individually or communally owned in accord 
with established community rules” (8). This approach to knowledge systems diverges 
from the Western perspective and is often interpreted to be direct contrast to the ideals of 
intellectual freedom and open access that archivists and librarians regard as the primary 
tenet of their profession as information professionals. This difference can manifest in 
more practical ways, as well, such as the Western emphasis on the written word over the 
oral tradition that is deeply valued by so many Indigenous communities. The Protocols 
encourages archivists to look at some of their standard practices and identify those that 
might “directly contradict Native American principles and practices” (8). If these 
practices can be identified through the relationship building efforts discussed above, 
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tribal and archival communities can begin to work with one another to find practices that 
satisfy the interests and needs of both.  
 These compromises might manifest as issues related to “Accessibility and Use,” 
the next topic listed under the Protocols. On one hand, this area might include a request 
from tribes for increased access to collections of their materials, on the other it might 
involve restricting access to culturally sensitive material (defined in the next section). 
Restricting access does not come naturally to archivists, particularly those at public 
intuitions with an explicit commitment to open access. For example, the current SAA 
Code of Ethics recommends that archivists “minimize restrictions and maximize ease of 
access” (“Code of Ethics”). However, a few paragraphs later the Code also notes that 
ethical archivists should “promote the respectful use of culturally sensitive materials in 
their care” (“Code of Ethics”). The SAA does not go so far as to advocate the restriction 
of these materials when that is the wish of the concerned tribe. (There is more discussion 
concerning the SAA’s treatment of this issue within the Protocols later). It is important to 
note that a certain amount of ambiguity is present here. This is perhaps the most 
controversial recommendation within the Protocols.  
 What are these culturally sensitive materials that an archive might contain within 
its collections? These materials could be still or moving images (photographs and films) 
of: human remains, religious or sacred objects, ceremonies of any kind, burials or 
funerals, cemeteries, kivas, or sacred places. There might be recordings or transcripts of 
songs/chants, music, healing, medicine, personal or family information, oral histories, 
myths, or folklore. For Native peoples the release of these materials “can cause 
irreparable harm” (First Archivists 10) particularly in light of countless instances of 
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“misrepresentation and exploitation of sacred and secret information” (First Archivists 
10) that constitute the history of Native people’s treatment by the United States. The 
Protocols ask archivists to consult with tribes to identify these materials and to 
subsequently make a decision together about the future of the materials. Often this will 
include repatriation of the material, or, if it is to remain with the institution, restricting its 
access by requiring researchers to receive permission from the identified tribe before 
using the material. Often tribal communities are willing to work with researchers in ways 
that will be mutually beneficial; this puts the archive in the unique position of facilitating 
these relationships.  
 Another approach to solving issues of accessibility to these materials is by making 
a concentrated effort toward “Providing Context,” the next section of the Protocols. The 
work of the archivist involves describing their collections in a way that clarifies the 
content or format of materials in order to promote accessibility. The Protocols ask that 
archivists think critically about the metadata and contextual information that they assign 
to culturally sensitive materials. For example, an archivist may encounter a photograph 
title that contains the offensive term “squaw.” In this case, the archivist could put the 
term in brackets, thereby attributing the phrase to the original creator, and not to the 
archives. Another more radical option would be to redact the offensive term and replace 
it with an acceptable term like [woman.] They also advocate for the archivist to “actively 
gather metadata to…reflect the relationship between the creator or researcher and the 
community of origin” (13). This allows individual archives to provide a more thorough 
and equitable treatment of issues that have been traditionally problematic. One example 
would be to acknowledge the often coercive and colonizing nature of ethnographic 
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studies while still preserving the evidential value of the records produced by these 
studies.  
 Next, the Protocols discuss “Native American Intellectual Property Issues” in the 
context of the “numerous international declarations … [that] state that protection of 
cultural heritage and traditional knowledge is a right of Indigenous peoples” (14). The 
document notes that Western approaches to knowledge systems have resulted in 
legislation (i.e. copyright laws) that does not necessarily fit into Indigenous knowledge 
systems. Some archives might need to recognize that the “right of possession” of the 
materials in their collections might rightfully be held by the Native peoples who 
originally owned them, and the materials may have been illegally or unethically obtained 
by ethnographers, archeologists, or amateur researchers.  
 This acknowledgement could lead to the eventual “Repatriation of Records to 
Native American Communities,” another topic covered by the document. The Protocols 
discuss the 1990 Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). 
NAGPRA has led to many museums to begin the process (willingly or unwillingly) of re-
assessing their collections and repatriating items identified as grave-goods to their 
respective tribes. Technically, “cultural patrimony” as defined by NAGRPA, could apply 
to archival materials. However, this has not yet been tested in the U.S. court system and 
many information professionals do not believe the act applies to archives. The Protocols 
exhort institutions to follow the spirit of NAGPRA, to work with Native American 
communities to identify materials that may need repatriation. Perhaps someday, this issue 
will need to be heard in court, but the Protocols provide a model for cooperative parties 
to individually resolve potentially antagonistic interests.   
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 One of the final topics the Protocols addresses is that of “Reciprocal Education 
and Training.” The authors believe that “cross-cultural training and exchange will enrich 
collecting institutions, communities, and academia” (19) The document notes that 
archives are meant to represent the communities they serve, and this is one area where 
they can better reflect the diversity of their collecting areas. This paper will later discuss 
various approaches to this recommendation. Currently though, this is the section of the 
document that is the ongoing focus of many institutions and is one of the most exciting 
and fruitful areas that is being developed for new and innovative programs.   
SAA Task Force Report 
In August 2007 the Native American Roundtable requested that SAA endorse the 
Protocols. In response, SAA President Mark Greene created a Task Force to solicit and 
report on member opinions regarding the endorsement. Vice-President Frank Boles was 
put in charge of the Task Force. They solicited comments by sending emails to the SAA 
listserv, and then emails to the specific subgroups and roundtables asking for official 
comments. In total, the Task Force received 39 comments. In their analysis they found:  
• Eleven favored endorsement of the Protocols  
• Two leaned toward endorsement 
• Seven offered thoughts on the Protocols but were unclear regarding endorsement 
• Seven leaned toward not endorsing the Protocols  
• Twelve opposed endorsement of the Protocols (“Report” 4) 
 
However, they note that this analysis is slightly misleading because a significant 
number of the negative responses were from non-archival groups. One of the most vocal 
non-archival groups was archeologists, whose large number of responses surprised the 
Task Force. In the negative comments there were several overarching themes. Many 
found the language of the Protocols to be overly broad and general. Several challenged 
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the idea of Native sovereignty, and the legal standing of the document. Others accepted 
the sovereignty argument, but found the moral arguments problematic, questioning why 
one group’s interests (Native American tribes) should be privileged above others’ 
(researchers, academics, etc.) Another major concern was that the Protocols 
would violate the SAA Code of Ethics, noting that the Protocols give several suggestions 
that directly contradict SAA’s stance on open and free access. The Working Group on 
Intellectual Property Rights in particular argued against endorsement, stating they were 
“very concerned that endorsement of the Protocols would create third-party rights (in 
contrast to concerns) in archival material where none is currently recognized to exist” (8). 
 The opposition from archeologists should probably not have been surprising to 
the Task Force. The report notes that many of the archeologists were “very critical of the 
fact that they had not been called upon as a professional community for comment” (11). 
They felt that the Protocols would restrict access to materials to which they as a 
profession needed access to. The report does note several positive archeologists’ 
comments, including one who made the following heartfelt point: “As Native people 
asked in the case of NAGPRA why only their ancestors’ remains were desacralized for 
the sake of science they have the right to ask a similar question about other forms of 
expression acquired under similarly inappropriate circumstances” (11). Since 
anthropologists and archeologists were responsible for the collection and creation of 
many of these archival materials, it follows that they would hesitate to endorse the 
Protocols. They may in turn have felt compelled to remind other agencies of their 
authority and contributions, both intellectually and materially as a means of defending 
their position within the academic cultural sphere.    
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 Within the archival community there are many legitimate concerns regarding 
open access and intellectual freedom. Peter Hirtle, then member of the SAA Intellectual 
Property Working Group, submitted a personal comment that included his 
disappointment that the Protocols “attempt to impose practices at odds with fundamental 
Western archival principles” (96). Concern with open access was indeed a focus of 
archival theory for years prior to the Protocols, but the zeitgeist in 2007 had been greatly 
influenced by a 2005 article titled “More Product, Less Process,” which is discussed 
further below. The Task Force saga concluded with an official recommendation to not 
endorse the Protocols at that time, instead encouraging continuation of the dialog the 
document had begun. SAA chose to follow this recommendation and did not endorse the 
Protocols. In addition, they also established a Forum to be held over the next three years 
(2008-2011) as an official avenue for membership to discuss the Protocols.  
More Product, Less Process 
Published in the Fall/Winter 2005 edition of American Archivist, Mark Greene 
and Dennis Meissner’s article “More Product, Less Process: Revamping Traditional 
Archival Processing” shook the archival world to its core. The paper begins by stating 
that current archival processing practices were simply not working, and that there was a 
widespread backlog issue within the community that was only getting worse (208). They 
argued that the answer to this problem would require changes to the existing processing 
methods. Specifically, processing would need to focus on adequate instead of detailed 
arrangement, minimum physical preservation, and sufficient instead of extensive 
description. These archivists were hoping to change the inherent attitude of the profession 
by placing more of the responsibility for discovery on the researcher, thereby allowing 
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the researcher access to more material than would previously have been available due to 
the backlog of unprocessed collections. They argued that item-level processing was often 
unnecessary (215). This was a huge shift in the prevailing theories, but the archival world 
quickly took the article and its findings to heart. Countless lectures, conferences, and case 
studies emerged with a focus on teaching and implementing “minimal processing.” The 
recommendations of the Protocols would not necessarily be implementable using this 
minimal processing philosophy because item-level knowledge of a collection is often 
necessary to identify culturally sensitive information. In addition, the Protocols treatment 
of restricted materials seems to directly contradict Greene and Miessner’s arguments 
about leaving such decisions up to the researcher. It is also important to note that at the 
time the Protocols were proposed to the SAA and the Task Force was created, Mark 
Greene, co-author of “More Product, Less Process,” was president of SAA.  
Published Articles Regarding the Protocols  
Scholar Preston Hardison is a treaty rights policy analyst for the Tulalip tribe of 
northern Washington. In 2006 he wrote a paper titled “Indigenous Peoples and the 
Commons” where he considers “the commons” as a larger phenomenon. His general 
premise is that this idea of communally shared information, as open and freely accessible, 
is historically a Western ideal and does not necessarily work in accord with Indigenous 
knowledge systems. He points out that while many Indigenous peoples share information 
communally, it is typically insulated within their community, and there are many 
restrictions and limitations about the sharing of such information within the community 
based on complex hierarchies and belief systems. He uses several examples of the harm 
that can come from traditional knowledge being disseminated without the people’s 
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consent. He also observes that the concept of “public domain,” is an idea based on the 
teachings of medieval and Enlightenment philosophers – a “common heritage of 
humankind” that should be freely shared and open for examination- is largely a Western 
and not a universal concept. He notes that many Indigenous people do not accept this 
framework because it “does violence to some core elements of their culture” 
(4).  Hardison believes that intellectual property laws cannot adequately serve Native 
people because their knowledge systems are often tied more to ideals of guardianship and 
custodianship rather than property ownership. Hardison’s article was published the same 
year as the Protocols and seems to anticipate some of the most vehement objections to its 
recommendations. 
In the journal of Northwest Archivists, Easy Access, then-editor John Bolcer 
(University Archivist for the University of Washington) wrote an article critiquing the 
Protocols. In “Considerations and Concerns from a Non-Tribal Perspective” Bolcer 
argues that rather than a document suggesting best practices, the Protocols seem to be 
“guidelines for nontribal archives to operate as though they were agencies or extensions 
of Native American governments (3). He goes on to discuss what he sees as vague and 
sweeping suggestions within the Protocols, pointing out that many of these suggestions 
would not be practical for smaller archives with a limited budget. He also brings up the 
issue of copyright – arguing that Native materials still fall under US intellectual property 
laws. He calls for more precise language and nuance in the Protocols, and for more of the 
burden of action to be placed on Native communities rather than on the informational 




 Scholar Aileen Runde in her 2010 essay “The Return of the Wampum Belts: 
Ethical Issues and the Repatriation of Native American Archival Materials” laments the 
SAA’s decision, noting that they refused to adopt even a motion that would endorse the 
“spirit” of the Protocols.  She felt that this decision meant the SAA was “lagging behind” 
related fields who have already established standards on this topic. She notes many 
archivists argue that the Protocols range from outright unethical to simply too complex to 
apply as a blanket standard. Recognizing that every collection is unique, and every tribe 
holds to different values, she concedes that the latter point is a valid one to consider.  
Several years later in 2012, Kay Mathiesen published “A Defense of Native 
Americans’ Rights Over Their Traditional Cultural Expressions” in The American 
Archivist, coming out in support of the Protocols. Mathiesen points out that the 
Protocols state “respecting intellectual property, protecting secrecy, avoiding harm, and 
avoiding the harm of giving profound offense” (472-3) underlies the position that Native 
people should have control over their traditional knowledge. She believes that these are 
sufficient arguments for respecting Native Americans in relation to their traditional 
knowledge, but they are not sufficient to justify Native Americans’ right to this 
knowledge. She does not see enough of an “overlapping consensus” between Natives and 
non-Native information professionals in these arguments to make them strong enough to 
enforce. However, she does find this consensus in Native peoples’ “right to cultural 
privacy,” using the logic of consequentialist justification, Kantian liberal justification, 
and communitarian justification to defend her position. She cites the extensive 
philosophical literature on the topic of a right to privacy. One of her more compelling 
arguments states that rather than focusing on the “legal fact of sovereignty, we should 
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consider why Native Americans, in particular, have and ought to have sovereignty” 
(479). Mathiesen’s logic-based arguments took a different tack than much of the 
discussion surrounding the Protocols, most of which focused on the document’s 
relationship to archival theory rather than its legal legitimacy. It also addressed many 
important concerns voiced in the original comments on the Protocols.  
Most recently, Jennifer O’Neal approached the topic in her 2015 essay titled 
“‘The Right to Know’: Decolonizing Native American Archives” published in the 
Journal of Western Archives. She bases much of her arguments on the “Right to Know” 
report, a framework created by Native American activist Vine Deloria Jr., presented at 
the White House Preconference on Indian Library and Information Services in 1978. In 
his report, Deloria called for things such as “inventory and catalog of existing records in 
federal possession” and “develop[ing] library and information science education for tribal 
communities” (3). O’Neal believes that in the nearly 30 years since Deloria’s call to 
action there have only recently been initiatives developed to address some of these topics, 
and none of them have been federal. She notes the effectiveness of grassroots movements 
and places the Protocols within that designation. 
Implementation  
One of the earliest implementations of the Protocols, parts of it even pre-dating 
the  Protocols, was the Southwest Oregon Research Project (SWORP). David Lewis and 
George Wasson describe the project and its history in their recent essay “Natives in the 
Nation’s Archives.” The project began with a concern toward “a tribe’s right to exist,” 
specifically the Coquille tribe of southwest Oregon. Led by tribal scholar George Wessen 
the project began in 1995 “with researchers returning some 50,000 pages from the 
16 
 
National Anthropological Archives”(6) by making copies of the records held by the 
National Archives and then giving the copies to the nine local tribes in western Oregon 
that the records concerned. A second effort in 1998 included the National Archives in the 
search for records and this time over 60,000 pages were returned. A third effort in 2000 
expanded the project to include digitization of the records. Wessen also notes that this 
time they decided not to rely on the finding aids and instead went through every box and 
folder by hand (doing their own item-level processing) resulting in an exponentially 
larger amount of materials then those listed in the finding aids. Each of these efforts was 
a collaboration between the various tribes and the University of Oregon, with copies of 
the collection going to each. The SWORP project has resulted in tribes being able to “fill 
in missing details when we write our histories” and “parts of the collection have even 
been used to restore traditional technologies” (13). This is an excellent example of the 
value in the repatriation of records prescribed in the Protocols. 
 Another example often pointed to as a way to implement the Protocols, occurred 
in the digital space so many archives are moving into, the Plateau Peoples’ Web Portal. 
In her 2011 article for The American Archivist “Opening Archives: Respectful 
Repatriation,” Kimberly Christen discusses the Web Portal within the context of the 
Protocols. Based on the Mukurtu CMS platform,2 the Web Portal guides the visitor 
through a digital path, revealing digitized materials in a way that is created and curated 
by the tribes represented. It allows for the tribes to control how and when certain 
information is learned, and the flexible platform allows for change as new material is 
added or new knowledge is accepted. The project represents a collaboration between 
eight different Northwest Plateau tribes, Washington State University, the Northwest 
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Museum of Art and Culture, the National Anthropological Archives, and the National 
Museum of the American Indian. Interestingly the Mukurtu software was developed 
based on Christen’s work with the Warugamu people of Australia, as a way to help 
Western audiences understand the idea of culturally restricted knowledge. Karen 
Underhill, one of the original contributors to the Protocols was also inspired by her time 
spent in the archives of Australia and her experience of the way their indigenous 
materials are handled. The Plateau Peoples’ Web Portal has been cited many times as a 
successful implementation of many of the recommendations from the Protocols and was 
the focus of the 2009 SAA forum on how the Protocols might be highlighted (“Final 
Report, 2).  
 In the Spring/Summer 2015 issue of The American Archivist Elizabeth Joffrion 
and Natalia Fernández published a study titled “Collaborations between Tribal and 
Nontribal Organizations: Suggested Best Practices for Sharing Expertise, Cultural 
Resources, and Knowledge” and covered over thirty such projects. The projects were 
wide-ranging and included archival processing, education and training for exhibit 
curations, oral history, preservation, language revitalization, and collection sharing. The 
authors found that the vast majority of the projects “align clearly with the 
recommendations of the Protocols” (203). One of the authors’ most important findings 
was the fact that “44% of the institutions surveyed actively use or refer to the Protocols in 
their daily work, and 38% directly used the Protocols in the development of project 
policy, procedures, and contracts for their collaborative projects” (209). This indicates the 
continued use and adoption of the Protocols in the decade since their creation. It is also 
interesting to note that over half the collaborations (56%), included elements such as 
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identification of sensitive materials and “restriction or removal of sensitive material from 
a physical or online collection (44%)” (210). These were also some of the 
recommendations most stridently opposed when the Protocols were first introduced. This 






This paper uses a qualitative approach with some statistical analysis of comments 
to look at the archival communities’ reactions to the Protocols. This method was chosen 
because the paper is pulling from varied qualitative sources: listservs, public lectures, 
publications, and personal communication with the author. It was determined that using 
many different sources rather than one single data set would provide an overview of the 
reactions, which is a largely tonal and thus a rather intangible element that is difficult to 
measure quantitatively. The analysis is split into a look at early reactions and later/more 
recent reactions. This allows the data to be examined from only one main data set, to be 
grouped based on isolated time frames, which then supports both individual examination 
of a moment in time, as well as more direct comparison in how attitudes have changed 
over time. Corresponding reactions were also discussed in the literature review. The 
evolving reactions analysis does pull from more sources since this is not as thoroughly 












 Begun in 1989, the Archives and Archivists listserv (A&A) was intended to 
connect archivists across the country, allowing for discussions on various archival topics 
and news relevant to the discipline. Hosted by several different entities, the listserv was 
eventually taken on by SAA in 2006. As SAA developed and grew as a professional 
association in the digital age, various special interest sections and roundtables started 
their own listservs. As social media evolved many archivists found different venues for 
discussion beyond the listservs, as well, a number of the younger generation had harsh 
words for what the A&A listserv had become.3 By 2017, SAA made the choice to 
decommission the listserv. A decade earlier, the listserv seemed to exist somewhere in 
the middle, not quite the robust forum for academic discussion for which it was intended, 
yet still serving as a central place for SAA members and non-members to interact about 
issues related to the profession. 
On December 19, 2007, user Anne Kling, archives manager at the Cincinnati 
Museum Center, posted the first topic related to the Protocols as recorded in the listserv. 
Kling states that she noticed that “today was the last day to comment” on the Protocols 
(based on the information provided on the SAA website) and she says she has “concerns 
about some of the guidelines in the Protocols,” (Kling) going on to quote both the 
Protocols and the context provided by SAA. In her quote of the SAA language Kling 
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notes “even the SAA [web site] states ‘The Protocols encompass some significant and 
substantial changes in archival theory and practice.’” (Kling) Using the word “even” here 
could be seen as her having a negative interpretation of the SAA text and she goes on to 
ask for thoughts from her colleagues and the discussion proceeds.  
 In total, 12 members of the listserv replied to Kling. One member who expressed 
concerns repeatedly, was focused on the process by which the Protocols were created, 
believing that it “would be less problematic if the proposed Protocols had been drafted 
under the auspices of SAA or something [sic] other professional organizations and had 
followed an established process such as the one used for the development of an ANSI 
standard” (Kurilecz). This comment is indicative of remarks designated as “negative” in 
the analysis made later in this section.  
Others jumped in to defend the Protocols, primarily by linking to other resources 
concerning the topic, including lectures and articles written about similar initiatives. For 
example, user Kathryn Dan posts: 
 Colleagues  
You may be interested to look at the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Protocols for Libraries, Archives and Information Services first published in 
Australia in 1995 and endorsed at the annual general meeting of the Australian 
Society of Archivists in 1996 at a conference held in Alice Springs. Information 
about ATSILIRN (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Library and Information 
Resources Network) tells how the protocols were first produced and how they 
have been reviewed since.   
http://www1.aiatsis.gov.au/atsilirn/protocols.atsilirn.asn.au/index0c51.html?optio
n=com_frontpage&Itemid=1 [link now broken] (Dan) 
Other users explained their own reactions in nuanced but equally positive terms: 
Those interested in taking time to read the draft Protocols will find that they 
include guidelines (not standards) for both non-tribal institutions and archivists 
responsible for tribal and related materials in their collections and for tribes and 
tribal archivists. The Protocols definitely encourage a collaborative process, as 
others have pointed out. I don’t know exactly when the notice came through SAA 
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on A&A seeking comments, but it was some time ago, so there has been an effort 
to include the archival community in shaping the draft of the Protocols into a 
completed document (although it’s likely to be an ongoing process). Even though 
you may end up raising questions and concerns as I and others have done, this is a 
good opportunity to view archives from other perspectives, which can be a very 
healthy thing to do, both individually and as a profession. (Howe)  
Both of these replies are indicative of remarks designated as “positive” in the analysis 
made later in this section.   
  Another user noted that this was the first they had heard of the Protocols and 
assumed that they had missed the initial “email blast.” User Elizabeth Fairfax replied, 
“targeted members of SAA with some relevant experience and leadership positions were 
notified by SAA in November” (Fairfax). This comment by Fairfax is indicative of 
remarks designated as “neutral” in the analysis made below.  
 In this much less formal venue than the Task Force report discussed earlier, the 
same concerns nevertheless appeared. It is interesting to note of the 12 people involved 
(several with multiple posts in the thread), only 2 (17%) could be assumed to have 
negative reactions to the Protocols (providing stringent objections in their responses), 
25% provided neutral replies, and 50% provided comments that had positive reactions to 
the Protocols.  This contrasts rather dramatically with the Task Force comments which 
were much more balanced. It should also be noted that nearly all the responders with 
positive replies also linked out to other resources regarding the Protocols and similar 
projects.  
Evolving Reactions 
 In 2015 one of the members of the original discussion on the A&A listserv posted 
a news item talking about the innovative approach of the Mukurtu CMS platform 
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(Kurilecz, 2015). This was one of the users who originally had a largely negative reaction 
to the Protocols. As the study by Joffrian and Fernández showed, as the decade wore on 
many archival institutions adopted the Protocols on their own, as a type of grassroots 
movement. Interest grew among professionals in this and related fields even as governing 
bodies were slow to respond. For instance, the Visual Resources Association, whose 
work often overlaps with archival concerns, conducted a “VRA Slide and Transitional 
Media Task Force Summary of Survey” in the Fall of 2014. At the very end of the report 
summary a note states “one respondent asked about VRA guidance on the proper 
disposition/retention of ‘culturally sensitive material’ (in this case, slides which support 
Native America studies)” (VRA, 6). The VRA had no best practices in place to offer to 
this respondent, but the question remained. Practicing professionals were not the only 
group who showed an increasing awareness of these issues. At the 2015 Association of 
Tribal Archives, Libraries & Museums (ATALM) annual conference, Janet Ceja, 
University of Arizona Professor, gave a lecture on how she incorporated the Protocols for 
Native American collections in her Information Studies course. Importantly, she noted 
that students exposed to this material became very interested in “meeting with 
practitioners who have implemented the Protocols, developing relationships of mutual 
respect, and creating practical tools useful for Native American communities” (ATALM). 
 This increased incorporation and individual implementation might reflect a larger 
shift in focus in archival theory in the past few years. The theme for SAA’s 2017 annual 
conference was “alike/different,” different referring to the Liberated Archives Forum 
which was later added to the program. It was billed as a “Forum for Envisioning and 
Implementing a Community-Based Approach to Archives.” Community focused archives 
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have been growing in visibility in recent years and this recognition at the national 
conference was an acknowledgement that the issues facing this area are relevant to the 
rest of the archival community. In the most recent issue of The American Archivist the 
feature article is titled “Truth and Reconciliation: Archivists as Reparations Activists” by 
Anna Robinson-Sweet. Other articles include a focus on LGBTQ+ archives, and another 
was titled “#MPLP Part 2: Replacing Item Level Metadata with User-Generated Social 
Tags.” Making use of user-generated metadata is a large component of the Mukurtu CMS 
platform and has been adopted by several archives who strive to implement collaborative 
curation. 
 I had the pleasure to complete one of my archival internships at Northern Arizona 
Univeristy under the direction of two key authorities on this issue; first was Karen 
Underhill retired director of Cline Library Special Collections, previously mentioned as 
one of the co-creators and a driving force behind the creation of the Protocols. Second 
was Jonathan Pringle of Cline Library Special Collections, one of the current proponents 
of the Protocols. Pringle has been involved in presenting the Protocols to the Association 
of Canadian Archives and spoked about efforts to perhaps create a more internationalized 
version of the Protocols that would be of use beyond the United States. He states that he 
has seen that the new generation of archivist is motivated to continue this work, to step 
into leadership roles at the Native American Archives Section roundtable and other 
places (Pringle). In his opinion it is the grassroots element of the Protocols that is most 
powerful, which is evidenced by institutions taking the initiative to determine how they 
can apply the suggested protocols to their specific collections and institutions. He 
believes that this is more important than an official endorsement by SAA at this time. He 
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noted that, since Northern Arizona University hosts the online version of the document, 
they have access to user statistics on the web page which shows frequent traffic. He 
attributes this to the continual demand to use it for reference and citation purposes 
(Pringle).  Overall, he displayed optimism about where this movement is heading and the 
change that seems to be coming to the profession as a whole. He notes that the 2017 SAA 
conference focused on directly facing the issues of diversity, inclusion, and long-standing 
power structures. Underhill recalls how heated the early discussions with SAA were, but 




















Just before this paper was published, the national conference SAA made the 
announcement that as of August 13, 2018, they have officially endorsed the Protocols as 
an external standard. The statement acknowledges the many groups and institutions who 
have continued to implement and champion the Protocols. Tellingly, the statement notes 
that  “many of the original criticisms of the Protocols were based in the language of 
cultural insensitivity and white supremacy.” The statement concludes: “the SAA Council 
acknowledges that endorsement of these Protocols is long overdue. We regret and 
apologize that SAA did not take action to endorse the Protocols sooner and engage in 
more appropriate discussion.” This paper has discussed some of the reasons the Protocols 
might have been rejected upon its initial proposal, such as (1) the prevailing theories of 
open access and minimal processing, along with (2) appearing at a time when traditional 
processing was being challenged to go in an entirely different direction, and finally, (3) 
archivists who were concerned with intellectual property rights and issues.  
As the years have gone by and new professionals have entered the field, 
perspectives have shifted, and our culture as a whole has become more aware of and 
engaged with social issues. It follows that archivists are now applying these concepts to 
their practice. The basis of archival theory remains as it always has, but the idea of what 
an archive is and who it should represent has changed. Pringle and Underhill correctly 
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assert that the Protocols function as a living document, separate from any governing 
entity, one that is flexible enough to apply in a variety of institutions but grounded in 
principals solid enough to serve as strong, ethical guidelines. That archival communities 
are shifting perspectives on the Protocols is indicative of a larger movement in the field, 
reflective of a new era of cultural awareness and respect. This changing attitude offers a 
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